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William Faulkner’s New Deal:
Pragmatism and Experiment in The Wild Palms [If I Forget Thee,
Jerusalem|

MORIMOTO Nari

In this paper, | read William Faulkner’s The Wild Palms (1939) in terms of
American liberalism.

American liberalism as we know it today is not what it used to be. It has been
changing all the time since the birth of the nation. Traditionally, American liberalism was
linked to the idea of economic freedom, which suggested that the harder Americans worked,
the higher they climbed the social ladder. However, as this kind of liberalism led to the larger
gap between rich and poor, progressivists started to modify and redefine it at the beginning of
the twentieth century. They firmly believed that the federal government should intervene in
the economic market and prevent workers from being abused by capitalists; their new
definition of American liberalism was laborers’ freedom, not capitalists’, their natural right to
lead a “decent” (i.e. “respectable”) life. This movement against capitalists reached its peak
during the Great Depression, when President Franklin D. Roosevelt administered the New
Deal programs.

At the same time, the more traditional aspect of American liberalism changed into
the freedom of a gangster to make money by committing a crime, especially by selling
illegally distilled liquor in the Prohibition era. As the United States became more
economically mature, ambitious Americans had fewer chances to struggle their way upward
from poverty in a lawful manner; they had no choice but to “go underground.”

These two types of liberalism are in conflict in The Wild Palms, which was written
and published in the New Deal era. Gangsters’ freedom fights against, and tries to escape

from laborers’ freedom, until at length the former is defeated by the latter.
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